The concept of empowerment becomes relevant for the employees of foreign banks in the face of increased competition from public as well as private sector banks as also the increased level of customer expectations. The paper presents the results of a study conducted on 200 employees of various foreign banks spread across some states in North India. Two instruments were used to assess the levels of perceived levels of empowerment and presence as well as the extent of conditions that facilitate empowerment in the employees. Correlation and regression analyses were applied to fulfill the objectives of research. Discussion in light of previous studies on the subject has been followed up with conclusion and implications for further research.
INTRODUCTION
The presence of foreign banks in India started with the British rule. However, with the nationalization of the banking sector in the late 1960s, there was a near complete halt of the entry or expansion of these banks. The liberalization wave that started in the early 1990s facilitated the much awaited and desired entry of these techno-savvy and aggressively efficient foreign banks. With their extremely high level of customer service and increased presence in the day-to-day banking functions, they set up standards that had to be emulated by the Indian banks. It would not be impertinent to say that this has been one of their major contributions; those of making the hitherto complacent public sector banks sit up and take stock of their own standards of customer service and efficiency (Goswami, 2007; Srinivasan, 2009) . Currently India has 88 Scheduled commercial banks (SCB)-28 public sector banks, 29 private banks, and 31 foreign banks. The public sector banks account for 72.6% of total advances as on 3ist March 2012.Within the group of banks, foreign and private banks grew at a rate higher than the Industry from FY2011 to FY2012 primarily because of lower base effect and rapid expansion *Corresponding author. E-mail: gurvinder@thapar.edu.
undertaken by the banks (Report on Indian Banking Industry, 2012). McKinsey and Co (2005) have identified structural weaknesses like fragmented industry structure, restrictions on capital availability and deployment, lack of institutional support infrastructure, restrictive labour laws and weak corporate governance which can affect the health of the banks in the long run (2005) .This provided an opportunity to the foreign banks to prove their efficiency and professional outlook as against the public sector banks. The foreign banks believe in working on a low manpower base. Yet in the urban sector their presence is a challenge to the public as well as private sector banks. Admittedly these have yet to make inroads into the rural areas; the other banks have taken cues from their quality of customer service orientation and efficient functioning. The paper has attempted to study the empowerment levels of the employees of these banks in light of the present competitive environment. While these banks score over their counterparts in terms of technology, are their employees motivated enough to take decisions if need arises?
EMPOWERMENT: THE TWO PERSPECTIVES
The literature on empowerment can clearly be divided into two discernible areas: one that presents empowerment from a purely psychological perspective and two, which discusses empowerment from a structural perspective. These two perspectives are interrelated. The former defines empowerment as a set of organizational practices and procedures that transfer power and control to subordinates. This notion of empowerment considers all such practices as instruments or antecedents of empowerment. The other viewpoint focuses on empowerment as a motivational and relational construct. Conger and Kanungo (1988) , described empowerment as a relational construct with roots in Bandura's concept of 'self efficacy'. They defined empowerment as the process of increasing the level of self-efficacy as perceived by the organizational members through identification and subsequent removal of those conditions that foster powerlessness. Thomas and Velthouse (1990) used the work by these two authors to develop an empowerment model. Their model contained four dimensions: meaning, competence, self-determination and impact. These were described as cognitions that are shaped by the work environment. Spreitzer (1995 Spreitzer ( , 1996 continued this work and found empirical support for these cognitions or dimensions of empowerment. Menon (1999) introduced three dimensions in a later study: perceived control, perceived competence and goal internalization. These were also discussed as dimensions of empowerment.
One of the obvious assumptions of empowerment is making employees independent of supervision. It is based on the assumption that employees are an untapped source of energy, creativity, and imagination and may contribute to organizational success. This necessitates as Kanter (1989) proposed, passing of power to employees. A continuum of power was conceptualized -from complete powerlessness to being empowered. This perspective makes an organizational context conducive to empowerment a prerequisite to perception of being empowered (Eylon and Bambereger, 2000) . For Bowen and Lawler (1992; sharing information, knowledge and power to take decisions and reward system are important to the perception of empowerment. The list of prerequisites or antecedents to empowerment is not conclusive. However, most researchers seem to agree on personal psychological traits like self esteem, locus of control, job and organizational factors like autonomy, lack of role ambiguity (role clarity), participative climate, access to information and communication, skills and knowledge among others (Spreitzer, 1995; 1996; Dimitriades, 2003; Ozaralli, 2004; Laschinger et al 2004; Meyersen and Kline, 2009 ). The main objective (s) of the research was to: a) Assess the empowerment levels of employees in foreign banks. b) To assess the perception of employees regarding the existence of antecedents of empowerment.
RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY
Two questionnaires were used for data collection. One to assess the empowerment levels (PEQ) and second to assess the existence of conditions conducive to empowerment. The first instrument is the Spreitzer measure or the psychological empowerment questionnaire that has been used in many contexts and hence did not require any reliability study. The second was a self-designed instrument that contained statements pertaining to the existence of enabling conditions of empowerment. The reliability measure for this instrument was 0.96 (Cronbach alpha). Likert's 5point scale was used to obtain responses to statements ranging from 1(low) to high (5). 200 employees of various foreign banks situated in North India were contacted and the responses obtained by the interview method. Random stratified sampling was used to obtain responses from employees spread across 10 cities of North India.
RESULTS
The employees of the foreign banks reported high levels of empowerment (M=4.32, SD=0.49) as well as antecedents of empowerment. (M=4.03, SD=0.44). Table  1 gives the descriptive statistics for both the measures of empowerment. As can be observed from Table 1 , the employees perceived the antecedents of role clarity and information and communication as the most important. In the cognitions regarding empowerment, the cognitive element of meaning was perceived the highest implying that the employees had clear perceptions regarding the contribution of their job to the overall goals of the organization. Pearson's correlation rates in Table 2 clearly show that all the examined dimensions of structural empowerment reveal significant statistical Table 3 . Multiple regression models of relationships between dimensions of structural empowerment (independent variable) and composite empowerment (dependant variable). relationships with dimensions of psychological empowerment. Therefore the results of the analysis clearly show that there is a relationship between antecedents of empowerment at the workplace and perceived levels of psychological empowerment. The strongest correlations are observed between structural empowerment and self-determination, structural empowerment and impact, information and communication and psychological empowerment, autonomy and selfdetermination.
Independent Variable
In general the analysis showed that the dimensions of autonomy, locus of control and self esteem showed strong correlations with psychological empowerment. In order to create a more complete picture of relation-ships between different dimensions of both the constructs, multiple regression analysis was created. The obtained statistical models are presented in Table 3 . Stepwise regression method has been used.
In the last model the value of adjusted R 2 shows that the variance in the composite empowerment is explained entirely by the variables of both the constructs of empowerment. Multiple correlation coefficients indicate strong relationships between empowerment antecedents, cognitions and aggregate composite empowerment.
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
In the light of the presented results, empowerment is a total concept encompassing both the structural (antecedents) as well as the psychological (cognitions). While psychological empowerment needs to be studied at the individual level, the antecedents need to be assessed at the organizational level too (Figure 1 empowerment in the employees. This research adds to the previous findings on the subject (Spreitzer, 1995 (Spreitzer, , 1996 Menon and Pethe, 2000; Seigall and Gardner, 2000; Dimitriades, 2003; Samad, 2007) . Therefore this study validates the result obtained by these researches and generalizes it to the other groups of employees.
The data suggests that in this study, social structural characteristics like self-esteem, information, knowledge, rewards, organizational climate constitute a positive factor in influencing empowerment in organization. When aspects in social structural characteristics received by employees are perceived as capable of fulfilling their needs and desires, they will experience or feel a positive emotional state, by being more empowered.
The findings obtained from this research seem to suggest that organizations need to ensure the social structural characteristics of their employees at work. Employers concerned with developing high levels of employee empowerment need to focus their attention on providing ample self-esteem, information, knowledge, rewards and conducive organizational climate for organizational effectiveness.
In conclusion, this study should not be considered complete in itself. There could be more factors that influence empowerment in organizations. These should be identified and attempts made to introduce them in the organizations. Can demographic variables affect the perception of empowerment? This is a question that not many researchers have dwelt on. It can however be examined in various organizations in diverse settings.
